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John Tresch’s first book is undoubtedly a highly significant con- 
tribution. Situating himself squarely within the STS tradition, the 
author sets out a problematic intended as a counterpoint to re- 
ceived views of Romantic ism, which have taken that movement 
to be antithetical to the contemporane ous rise of machinery. The 
overall thesis could perhaps be seen as an attempt to complicate 
(and sometimes unsettle) the idea, defended most notably by Mi- 
chael Löwy and Robert Sayre, that Romantic thought is inherently 
opposed to mechanization and to machines in general.1 In addition,
Tresch aspires to connect his revised account of Romanti cism with 
recent work in the history of science by suggest ing a perspecti ve
we might call ‘Romant ic objectivity’, overlooked in the history of
the latter concept outlined by Lorrain e Daston and Peter Galison.2

In his introduct ion, the author reprises a series of canonical 
arguments about Romantic ism in order better to attack them by
the thesis which follows, and thus to demonstrate that Romantic 
emotions and passions on the one hand, and mechanical reason 
on the other, need not be mutually exclusive and, likewise, that 
there is no inherent opposition between spirit and matter, nor be- 
tween freedom and determini sm, etc. The heart of the argument 
presented in The Romantic Machine centres on the period 1815–
51, from the fall of Napoleon to the end of the Second Republic,
and it focuses principally on the literary and intellectu al circles 
of Paris. The selection of this particular time and place provides 
the framework for a study which ranges widely over a great diver- 
sity of actors, who nonethel ess intermingle more closely than 
might be the case in a more compartme ntalised study dedicated 
uniquely to savants, to industry or to public and political figures.
The richness of the work therefore consists at least as much in this 
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gallery of intellectual and biographical portraits, which Tresch de- 
picts with finesse and erudition, as it does in the overall thesis.

The reader is invited on a winding journey, divided into three 
sections: the first takes as its object natural philosophers and their 
instruments; at the heart of the second lie spectacular performers 
and their phantasmagori cal techniques, while social engineering 
and its acolytes form the final part of the story.

First of all, we follow André-Marie Ampère and his machines in
the course of his progressive elaborati on of the properties of elec- 
tricity, where we discover with interest that Ampère performed 
with aplomb on two stages at once. Ampère lived a theoretical 
and social double-life which allowed him access to certain circles 
which would otherwis e undoubtedly have remained off limits to
him. On the one hand, Ampère worked to advance the Laplacian 
heritage, while on the other he was able to undermine it, all along 
advancing a typically Romantic vision deriving from German 
Naturphi losophie . Next we turn to Alexander von Humboldt and 
his hybrid instruments , related in their own way to a Schillerian 
aesthetics , but at the same time infused with Kantian reason.
Tresch’s detailed and highly informed argument thus demonstrates 
how nature, freedom and milieu intertwin ed ineluctably in the 
production of Humbold tian natural knowled ge. The chapter which 
closes this first part of the book, devoted as it is to natural philos- 
ophers, examines the celebrated Republican astronom er François
Arago and his promotion of the Daguerreoty pe, allowing the emer- 
gence of what Tresch describes as a labour theory of knowled ge.
Despite this rich and significant demonstrat ion it is regrettable 
that some of the complex Republican repercussions of the 
Daguerre otype—mobilised by Arago—could not be more fully inte- 
grated into the story.3

The two chapters which constitute the second part of the book 
focus on the spectacles and other public demonstration s which 
constituted the complex relationship of magic and machinery.
Tresch illuminates the series of overlaps between Daguerre ’s
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dioramas (visual devices for creating illusions of a man-made yet 
infinite world), the orchestral works of Berlioz (seen here as in- 
spired by a certain mechanical excess), the performances given 
by the conjurer Robert Houdin (playing incessantly at the troubling 
frontier of the apparently infinite possibilities of mechanism and 
those of the supernatural), the grandiose operas of Meyerbeer 
(integrating breath-taking special effects), but also national exhibi- 
tions of industrial wares and the literary productions to be found in
Grandville’s Autre monde . In this way, the author intends to show 
that the spectacular artistic and literary productions of Romanti- 
cism found themselves profoundly infused by the promises of
mechanism .

The first chapter of the final part is dedicated to the Saint-Simo- 
nians and in particular to the engineers who integrated their mas- 
ter’s industrial prophecy into the core of their efforts, as they lay 
claim to his legacy. Several pages, therefore, detail the inspiration,
the context and the aims of the brothers Hyppolite and Sadi Carnot,
of Prosper Enfantin, Michel Chevalier , and of course of the Count,
that is, Saint-Simon himself, who died in 1835 leaving behind a
corpus of work which his heirs then began to mythologise. The fol- 
lowing chapter sets out to display the connectio ns at play in the 
thought and work of Pierre Leroux, the influential socialist of
Saint-Simon ian hue, as between the demiurgic vision of mechanis- 
tic progress instantiated by his pianotype (a typographic machine 
allowing ‘automatic’ compositi on) and his egalitarian and environ- 
mental concerns (notably thanks to his famous ‘‘circulus’’—recy- 
cled human excrement)4 which he offered up to humanit y as a
whole. The penultimat e chapter focuses on the Comtean calendar 
and its aspiration to regulate the positive religion, while also seeking 
to recontex tualise the diverse works of its founder, which are placed 
at the heart of the biographic al trajector y presented.

The book closes with a chapter analysing the revolution of 1848 
and the Second Republic through the prism of ‘‘mechan ical roman- 
ticism,’’ thus formalising the author’s principal thesis. In the course 
of these concludin g reflections, several themes of a more contempo- 
rary nature are also ventilated, inviting us to consider more closely 
what this reading of the first half of the nineteenth century brings 
to a more general understand ing of machinery, and of human des- 
tiny itself in connection with certain of our current preoccupations :
with the environment and also with ‘‘non-huma n actors,’’ to reprise 
the Latourian vocabulary at times mobilise d by Tresch.

On a first reading, The Romantic Machine is thus a work which is
abundant, intelligent, and often refreshing, not least because of the 
fine analysis of numerous primary sources, by an author who prof- 
itably ploughs certain furrows which have not been worked in the 
French historiograp hy of the nineteenth century. The reading of
Ampère through the lens of German philosophy (and so in opposi- 
tion to the mechanis m of Lagrange), thus finds its echo in Tresch’s 
careful re-reading of the discussion about the status of Geoffroy- 
Saint-Hilair e’s Tératology (the source of opposition to Cuvier) and 
so the author demonstrates that any excessive theoretical abstrac- 
tion from such controversies risks anachronism if it obscures the 
true complexi ty of what was, in fact, at stake. Whereas recent 
assessments of Comte’s trajector y have tended to centre on the 
death of Clothilde de Vaux after their tragic Platonic passion (fol-
lowing Littré and the heterodox disciples who triumphed in the 
court of public opinion) and so have sought to emphasis e a com- 
prehensive break in his life, Tresch offers an account which, by sig- 
nalling important continuities , establishes the coherenc e and the 
logical relation between the sociological positivism of the Cours
de philosophie positive and the mystical positivism of the Caté-
chisme positiviste more convincingl y.
4 Simmons (2006).
5 Cunningham & Williams (1993).
6 Carnino (2011).
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If The Romantic Machine succeeds in showing that French 
Romantic ism was not a monolithic discourse contemptuo us of
machiner y (notwithstanding the virulence of Alfred de Vigny’s 
Chatterto n) then one naturally wonders about what it can teach 
us about the polyvalence or otherwise of Romantic ism in general.
In the English case at least, Byron, Wordsworth , Shelley and Cole- 
ridge cannot be said to correspond to Vigny, Hugo, Musset and 
Lamartin e, being mutatis mutandis more uniformly anti-machine 
than their French counterparts . Any Anglo-French comparison 
plays out differently, for example, when one considers industry 
rather than literature, not least because of the historical lags, nota- 
bly as between the actual ‘‘take-off’’ of the so-called Industrial Rev- 
olution and that of literary Romanticism. Such a shift of focus 
might help to interrogate further the divergen t chronologi es and 
positions vis-à-vis machinery, which remain open questions posed 
in the course of Tresch’s book. But if the vulgar view of Romanti- 
cism as being ‘‘antimechanic al’’—ostensibly that being challenged 
in The Romantic Machine —originated precisely in an analysis of
the British situation , how far can a re-reading of the French case 
really go towards revising those views of Romanticism in general? 
But this is a study rooted in a single national story and, so, to dwell 
on the potential of a comparative perspective would be to miss the 
point: the question of international comparisons thus arises not so
much in order to bury the book but rather to praise the richness of
the questions it has posed. Nonetheless, reading The Romantic Ma- 
chine creates the impressi on of a successful synthesis despite an
underlyin g mismatch between the narrative structure of the whole 
and the form of the inquiry being attempted.

What follows is an attempt to chart critically along two differ- 
ent axes the doubts which are prompted on this reading of Tresch’s 
abundan t and absorbin g work: first, in terms of its terminology 
and second, in terms of a potential historiographic al bias at its 
heart. In the wake of Cunningham and Williams’s 5 notable work 
on the question , I have sought elsewhere to examine the emergence 
of the notion of science, in the contemporary sense of the term.6 Sci-
ence, at once both pure and applied, thus arrived to replace the ar- 
chaic ‘‘natural philosophy ’’ at the time when, in France, the second 
phase of industri alisation was getting underway. The prestig e of
the new science was diffused in France through a diversity of chan- 
nels: universal exhibitions, freeth ought, populari sation, fine arts,
educatio n, technical legislatio n and so on. This theoret ical and prac- 
tical reorgani sation of knowledge inaugurated an extremely close 
link with industrial structure s: having carefully studied the detail 
of artisanal knowledg e, scientists thencefort h proposed reproducible 
procedures which would ensure the smooth operatio n of production .

Emblazoned with all manner of modern virtues, the institution 
of science went on to preclude any possibility of modifying the 
‘‘progress ivist’’ model which underlay the Third Republic. Accord- 
ing to this model, any opponent of the ensuing transformat ions in
the environm ental, technical, and social spheres faced political 
danger and was liable to accusations of conservatism and of a de- 
sire to return to the past. Any resistance to this newly sanctified
science was considered profane and thenceforth excluded from 
the political arena, judged as being no less erroneous than were 
the Biblical critics who had dogmatically opposed Galileo. In this 
light, it becomes less important to try to define science epistemo- 
logically than it is to realise that this institution is the product of
the specific historical conditions which produced its contemporar y
meaning. If Cunningham and Williams trace this semantic trans- 
formatio n to the years 1760–1848 in Europe, it seems that the par- 
ticular consolidation of ‘‘science’’ (from a generic term relating to
all forms of know-how ranging from equestrianism to cookery, to
 of Scie nce (2013), http://dx.doi.org/1 0.1016/j.shps a.2013.0 3.001 
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the sense relating to those truth-practices which develope d at the 
heart of experimental laboratories) arrived later in France than in
England (undoubtedly due to a lag in industria lisation) or roughly 
speaking in the middle third of the nineteenth century.

At times, but this a minor point (in so far as it does not concern 
Tresch specifically, but more widely, that is to say, the quasi-tot al- 
ity of the French historiograp hy of ‘‘higher’’ knowled ge), the author 
notes the term ‘‘science’’ in contemporar y texts without examining 
its usage more closely, as if it were self-evident that its meaning 
was already settled, despite this not occurring, in France at least,
until later. The foregoing remark is not meant as a significant crit- 
icism, but there are certain cases in which it risks introducing a
bias into the analysis of the controve rsies being discussed. Thus,
when Tresch examines (albeit remarkably well) the opposition be- 
tween Geoffroy-Sai nt-Hilaire and Cuvier, he seeks to show how far 
their quarrel (p. 176ff) disturbed the classically prescribe d bound- 
ary between rational science and religious mysticism. However,
from a certain point of view, it seems that this quarrel doesn’t dis- 
turb anything more than our own contemporary understa nding of
a supposed eternal opposition between science and religion which,
in reality, did not take hold until later; that is, between 1859 and 
1863 in France, at the time of various controve rsies which followed 
the publication of Renan’s La Vie de Jésus, with debates around the 
jaw discovered at Moulin-Qui gnon and the question of human 
antiquity, about spontaneou s generation and polygenism , around 
the translation of Origin of Species, and new interpretations of the 
trial of Galileo, and so forth. On the other hand, the conceptual puz- 
zle that the controversy between Cuvier and Geoffroy-Saint- Hilaire 
does appear to clarify when one takes the trouble to examine it
more closely (as Tresch does) is simply in presenting an index of
how knowledge was then divided differently to the way in which 
it is now, almost two centuries later.

From this point of view it could have been interesting to recon- 
textualise still further certain terminological disputes, insofar as
they are more likely to carry the hallmark of their own time, than 
of our own. Moreover, if it is clear that the question of analytical 
categories is one that demands the attention of all historians, it be- 
comes yet more crucial when dealing with a case in which the ac- 
tors do not use the category in question themselv es. In the end, can 
Arago or Ampère be said to be ‘‘Romantic,’’ when that literary 
denominati on does not appertain to their proper arena? Naturally ,
one could consider such a quibble to be unimportant and relegate 
it to the level of an inconsequen tial historiograp hic or nominalis t
wrangle; however , in light of the overall tenor of Tresch’s thesis 
it becomes impossible to ignore this issue. Insofar as the interest 
of his actors in machinery goes, Tresch’s discussion is factually 
indisputable and consists in demonstrat ing that rather than stand- 
ing in opposition to industria lism, Romantic ism found it to be a
source of infinite ambivalence and ambiguit y. Having arrived at
this point, it becomes of fundamenta l importance to delimit what 
Romanticism actually was: if Charles Dupin was an eminent 
mechanical propagandist, could he nonetheless have been an ar- 
dent Romantic? The question may appear to be of minor semantic 
interest a posteriori . But to dismiss it in this way would in effect be
to render Tresch’s thesis inoperative: either it is a case of stipulat- 
ing in advance precisely who was Romantic (and as such, the gal- 
lery of portraits he paints quickly loses its coherence in the course 
of its reconstru ction since it is by no means clear that Arago, Dupin,
Leroux, Comte, et al., can be considered as such); or, one must 
7 See notably Minard (2007), Jarrige (2009a, 2009b, 2009c), Jarrig e (2006a, 2006b), Radti
(2010).

8 Berg (1980).
9 Jarrige (2010).

10 Anonymous (1830).
11 Jarrige (2009a).
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admit the existence of a sliding scale of attitudes to the question 
of machinery in the first half of the nineteenth century in France 
(and this causes such a measure of ‘‘Romanticism ’’ itself to lose 
its consistency to the point where the term stops being a pertinent 
qualifier).

One can begin to compreh end, therefore, the source of the 
ambiguous feelings which arise upon reading The Romantic Ma- 
chine: having put in question the classical opposition Romanti- 
cism/ind ustrialism, one understa nds still less the interest even 
in speaking of Romanticism at all. Most simply, the networks 
through which these diverse characters evolved came to take on
enough consistency of their own such that they don’t require an
overarchi ng descriptor, or at least not that of ‘‘Romantic.’’ At this 
point the question arises as to the continuing pertinenc e of any 
move to undermine the supposed oppositio n Romantic s/industri- 
alists. The infirmity of this binary has become indubitable , but 
this conclusion seems merely to invite a larger set of questions 
as to its origins. Are we content merely to challenge the received 
binary by explaining that Romantic s were not in fact opposed to
machines , or should we ask how this contraposition emerged,
who defended it, in what period, within which milieux, and so
on. To reveal, for instance, the existence of a demiurgic dimension 
to French mechanicism doesn’t appear to be a marker of any sort 
of Romanticism within the industrial sensibility, but more likely 
it bears witness to a veritable set of social and political problems 
which provoked at once both disquiet and great expectation at
the start of the nineteenth century.

The importance of introducing greater complexity vis-a-vis the
machiner y question goes without saying (as borne out by the con- 
temporary historiograp hy of French ‘‘luddism’’): many recent 
works have sought to underline the fact that machine-break ing 
was also at the heart of Continental debates about machinery, even 
though the actors would never have designated themselves ‘‘ludd- 
ites.’’7 And just as the founding of British political econom y took 
place in the cauldron of the machinery question,8 French political 
econom y had a crucial role in putting in place a machin e-friendly 
education al system whose pedagogi cal objectives included social 
pacification and, above all, the demise of an oppositional anti- 
industri alism.9

Thus, one sees clearly how the ‘‘Romantics ’’ (in as much as it is
possible to measure, delimit and specify their influence) have been 
taken by some as fervent defenders of machines; but since we
know today that industrialisa tion was in fact under discussion 
and, at times, even an explicit aim among worker and peasant 
leaders (in certain areas), it would appear necessar y to question 
the position of these ‘‘mechanica l romantic s’’ within the broader 
social spectrum of the Restoration and the July Monarchy. In cer- 
tain cases, the author’s silence on these questions is strange:
how can one mobilise the writings of Baron Charles Dupin, liberal 
economis t and defender of mechanisation, without mentioni ng the 
lively opposition he provoked among workers, such as the typogra- 
phers who wrote a pamphlet 10 defending themselv es from his at- 
tack during les trois glorieuses of July 1830? Because, if a crude 
opposition between Romantics and industriali sts cannot persist after 
reading Tresch, it remains unclear how properly to situate the char- 
acters he portrays within the broade r canvas of the period: does a
‘‘Romant ic’’ interest in machines suggest that resistance to those ma- 
chines didn’t exist? On the contrary , we know much about precisely 
such critiques and that they were often both active and veheme nt.11
ffe & Thomassin (1985), Perrot (1978), Horn (2003, 2005, 2006) and Biagini & Carnino 
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So why is there such a silence regarding these important de- 
bates, which are barely mentioned in The Romantic Machine ? Faced 
with an account which is, at times, contradictor y the reader is left 
feeling ill-equipped: if the classical oppositio n between Romance 
and industry does, indeed, need to be revised, no convincing alter- 
native is offered—beyond ‘‘ambiguity’’—in order to render a more 
complex reading of those events of the first half of the nineteenth 
century. Certainly, Ampère, Dupin, Humboldt, and their associates 
were very intereste d by machines (since they were, after all, emi- 
nently political devices) but this recognition is of itself insufficient
in helping us to situate them within the agonistic space of the 
machinery question in its economic and social aspect; a lack which 
is all the more striking given that a third of Tresch’s book is dedi- 
cated to the ‘‘political’’ question.

These issues might have been aired, for example, by attending 
to Ampère’s intervention in a debate over technical norms during 
the rise of the steam engine, which would prove crucial in estab- 
lishing a juridical framework for dealing with the problems which 
arose as a result. In the debate over industrial accidents, machine 
critics condemned the way in which responsibili ty was appor- 
tioned. This procedure has been understood latterly as an attempt 
to ‘‘liberalise’’ the understand ing of risk within a larger economic 
framework, for example, by re-imaginin g acts of what might other- 
wise have been considered manslaughter , as a cost of industria l
progress rather than as a crime.12 In much the same manner, the 
positions taken by Dupin with regard to industrial matters set him 
apart as a characte r who has already been studied at length and so
is already well situated both econom ically and politically, while ref- 
erences to Comte or to Leroux also risk appearin g problemati c in this 
regard.13 Because if Tresch shows with great skill the intricate con- 
nections which exist between the scientific and industrial preoccu- 
pations of his actors, one ends up understand ing hardly at all 
(even in the cases of Leroux and Comte, whose positions he makes 
the effort to contextual ise at length) what their positions were with 
regard to the political question of machiner y.

This criticism conforms with the argument recently formulated 
by Dominique Pestre with respect to the ‘‘invisibilisa tion’’ of cer- 
tain points of view which STS can introduce with regard to the 
macropoliti cal stakes of its objects:

My feeling is that such a framework euphemises social violence,
makes it less visible and glosses over the structural complexity 
of the world. My impression is that this vocabulary induces too 
uniform an image of the nature/culture dynamic, that it creates 
an undifferentiated world, blind to entire continents-wo rth of
situations and their variety. My feeling is that it produces too 
simple an image of politics, composed above all of people 
who experime nt, who arrange and progress—and which is
therefore as forgetful of the systematic nature of many interests 
and conflicts as it is of the variety of the modes of regulatio n, of
objects and of the social. There has been an immense advantag e
to historians in no longer departing from the grand structures 
and logics of macropower—though these approach es have yet 
to exhaust their subject—but we should not conclude from this,
that these realities are no longer of importance in our liberal- 
democratic societies. The question is therefore to establish 
which tools and concepts we need in order to integrate these 
important considerations .14

In a certain way, by leaving behind the large, as it were ‘‘macro ,’’
categories furnished by sociolog y and econom ics, the historian of
science and technology leaves herself lacking the conceptual tools 
12 Fressoz (2012).
13 Christen & Vatin (2009).
14 Pestre (2011).
15 Carré, Corcy, & Hilaire-Pérez (2012).
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for thinking throug h the permanence , the pre-eminence , or the 
superpos ition of different ideological material or of the differen t
politica l registers at play. For exampl e, although recent works on
the universal exhibitio ns in the late nineteent h century have rightly 
under lined the existence of debates over industrialisat ion,15 must
we therefore take what arose on those occasions to represent con- 
tempora ry percepti ons of industry as a whole? If we consider the 
totality of the discourse concerning the idea of scienti fic and indus- 
trial progress it is obvious that different registers of accord or discord 
can easily coexist. However (and this goes beyond the problemat ic
posed by Tresch), from the conceptual point of view, the historian’s
toolbox remains impoverish ed and so we require a serious reassess- 
ment of its capacity for thinking about the predomi nance of certain 
tendenci es above others across the longue durée of history.

Ultimatel y, the line of questioning which The Romantic Machine 
seems to invite but to which, sadly, it does not offer a convincing 
answer is the following : how can we revise the canonica l story 
concerning the machiner y question in France between 1815 and 
1851? Because to pose this question without contextualis ing the 
disquiet and the contradictor y debates provoked by the phenome- 
non seems, in the end, curious and yet more so given the ways in
which this historiograp hy has progressed in recent years. Any 
piece of work reflects a certain partiality in its choice of object;
but the worry must be that The Romantic Machine is concerne d pre- 
cisely with machines and their politics in the course of the first half 
of the nineteenth century and yet, for all that, it treats neither the 
massive anti-industr ial opposition witnessed in France during the 
same period, nor the links and/or debates which the persons being 
studied might have had with that oppositio n. To integrate such 
perspecti ves within the problematic formulated by Tresch is there- 
fore not only a question of detail (which one could perhaps pro- 
pose as further questions for research); rather, it is a structura l
feature of the work which would require reconsiderin g the presen- 
tation of the whole subject.

In the end Tresch has, perhaps unintentionally , positioned him- 
self in a debate which feeds into the entire field of studies concern- 
ing the question of technology: between those who adopt a critical 
posture at the outset (and are therefore easily questionable), and 
those who would privilege an attitude a priori disembodie d and 
all-seeing but which, under the cover of neutrality, participate 
nonethel ess in a particular political discourse. On the one hand 
are such figures as Lewis Mumford, Edward P. Thompson, Langdon 
Winner, Jacques Ellul and David Noble; and on the other, Howard 
P. Hughes, Bruno Latour, Wiebe E. Bijker, Gilbert Simondon and 
François Sigaut. As a result of his own training, Tresch might be lo- 
cated in the latter group (alongside a large proportion of STS histo- 
rians); but need that positioning preclude a politically critical 
approach to these Romantic machines? Notwiths tanding the incli- 
nations of their defenders, we need to ask: on which side of the so- 
cial fissure did they find themselves? For whom were these 
machines working and, so, whose interests did they represent? 
Why were they defended or attacked? Ultimately it is these ques- 
tions—certainly insufficient but probably necessary condition s for 
a convincing historical analysis—which are the big absence in
Tresch’s book.
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industrielle, (1780–1860). Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes.

Jarrige, F. (2009b). Dire le refus des machines: pétitions ouvrières et représentations
de l’ordre économique en France en 1848. Annales des Mines. Série réalités
industrielles, 49–56.

Jarrige, F. (2009c). Face au monstre mécanique. Une histoire des résistances à la
technique. Paris: Imho.

Jarrige, F. (2010). Face au luddisme. Quelques interprétations. In C. Biagini & G.
Carnino (Eds.), Les Luddites en France. Résistance à l’industrialisation et à
l’informatisation. Paris: L’Échappée.
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